Abstract-The aim of the paper is to study the academic conditions of students who come from deprived background and from the rural areas to join universities at the M.A. level and suggest strategies to cope with academic challenges faced by them. The paper assumes that there exists a large gap between students who come from rural areas and from the deprived sections and academic expectations demanded by educational institutions. It studies the nature of their problems and suggests measures to deal with such difference. It also reports an experiment done to improve academic skills of such students.
I. INTRODUCTION
The composition of university classroom today is different from what it used to be about sixty years back. About sixty years back, the classroom was predominately occupied by students from the feudal/upper class. The classroom was of homogenous nature. The methodology used was common and the problems faced by the students were also common. After Independence, with the democratization of education, the composition of students in the universities has changed. There has been an inflow of students from rural areas and from the underprivileged sections recognized by the constitution as scheduled castes and scheduled tribes. Some of them are first generation learners. They went through disadvantaged schools and through regional medium education. They have little exposure to English language. Their surroundings are far away from contact of English. They lack literature in English to read. They hardly have any audiovisuals at home to provide them exposure to the language. They hardly have relatives on whose visits they can converse in English. The world outside home also does not give them adequate exposure to the use of English. At the school and in some cases, at the college level also the medium of instruction is not English. They learn English just as a subject. But at the university there is a sudden shift to English. At the M.A. level, the medium of instruction is English. Even though they have cognitive ability, they find it difficult to cope with the academic demands made by the universities. As a result they develop some kind of inferiority complex. They are also looked down upon by many teachers as incompetent and inefficient and not so hard working. Needless to say, their performance is low. As a result, they feel frustrated and discriminated. Some give up their courses. Some register protests. The managers of higher education feel that they are not fit to come to the university. Instead, they should be working in the fields or doing some other job but not at the temples of learning. There are hardly any efforts to address this problem. Some universities have Centres for English Language Teaching (CELTs). They ought to address problems of this kind. But a very few have courses meant for this kind of learners. The UGC has been funding to conduct remedial classes for such students in universities. Some are conducting such classes sincerely. Even here there are some problems. Students have to attend classes in addition to their regular classes. So they become overburdened with work. As an alternative they tend to neglect their remedial classes and give more importance to their core courses. Some students do not show interest as they don't want to be categorized as a group for such a course because some kind of stigma is attached to it.
It is the need of the hour to find out ways and means to tackle this problem. The CELTs should be activated and assigned this task to do in an effective manner. Where there are no CELTs, effort should be made to open new ones and the UGC should urge them to study this problem in a systematic manner and design courses and materials to cater to the needs of the students.
II. THE RESEARCH PROBLEM
Keeping these problems in mind, the author under took up a small research project to study the academic problems faced by M.A. students from the deprived communities and students with a regional medium background enrolled in University departments where the instruction is primarily in English.
Through initial personal interviews through questionnaires (appended) and discussions with such students at his University (EFL-U), Hyderabad he found that these students lacked academic skills. In other words they were unable to do the following:
 read and comprehend their texts and make notes from them,  listen to lectures and take down notes with discrimination,  write well-prepared and well-organized essays, papers and reports  produce well presented answers in exam in various subjects  express/explain ideas and arguments  use the dictionary in an efficient way  organize their study in an effective manner. Their syllabus did not equip them to handle all these skills in English. All these skills were necessary to cope with the academic demands made by an M.A. programme. The ability to succeed and do well in the MA examinations largely depended on the above mentioned skills.
A possible way of overcoming the situation was to help them organize their academic skills which included academic reading and academic writing, speaking and reference skills. This was done through a Course in Academic Skills which helped them with reading, writing, speaking, and reference skills in academic contexts and there was a significant difference in their performance. Since then a course in English for Academic Purposes is on offer as an optional course as part of M.A. programme.
III. RESEARCH METHOD
A micro level analysis of students needs was carried out to study the areas in which students needed real attention. Taking those problems into account detailed lessons were written based on the framework of the outline. A diagnostic test was conducted among the target group of students to know their entry level in the beginning of the semester. Then these materials were trialled with them through the monsoon semester August-November 2008.The class duration was two hour and mostly task based. Students were engaged in doing different tasks on academic skills. These were moderated by the tutor.
IV. RESULTS AND FINDINGS
Again an exit level test was conducted and it was found that these materials were quite effective. There was a significant improvement in the target areas. A table showing their improvement (difference) has been appended. Feedback received from students on the course has been very encouraging. Two samples appended. The target group of students (twenty in number) were not segregated from other students but were taught along with other classmates (as the researcher felt that segregation gives rise to stigma). The course has been introduced for the students of M.A. programme at the EFL University, Hyderabad. And it has been made an optional course and being taught regularly. The course out-line and samples of materials have been given below.
Course Outline (Components) In addition to all these, there are other ways to deal with this problem. Where there is the system of internal assessment through assignments and projects, teachers need to guide these students with a lot of patience and understanding. They need to look at the their assignments with care and appreciate the good points present in the write up and also give feed back at different stages, instead of just awarding a final judgment on it. Their writing process should also be guided properly. Some universities abroad have support centers where students and teachers come forward to help the needy students writing their assignments, proofreading and so on. This task also can be taken up the CELTs. This could be done without making the student conscious of their disability. It is also important to recognize that these students have cognitive ability and skills in their L1. That should be capitalized. And their linguistic ability could be built up.
Efforts should also made to observe learning strategies of high achievers from this section. There are many students who come from this background but do successfully well in their studies. It is worthwhile studying their strategies of study and this may help other students.
V. CONCLUSION
Students need academic skills to cope with their academic programmes. If they are initiated in these skills they will find it easy to organize their studies in an independent manner. They will not only fair well in the courses they are enrolled in but also these skills will help them in their studies they will take up later. A vast amount of human resource will be empowered. Their future will be safer and brighter.
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